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You're Sexy When You’re Angry

[image: ]




KAREN SET UP FOR A friendly game of eight ball. She made the break shot and sunk two stripes. Malik smiled at her handiwork as she circled the table in search of her next shot. They’d taken dinner at a folksy Italian bistro in town. She boasted about her skills while they ate. Seeing was believing.

The couple started out for Malachi’s bar in separate cars. Friends of Distinction played over the jukebox as Karen sought out the aiming line. The love ballad was one of her favorites. She made her play, sending a solid into the right side pocket. Malik laughed when she hung her head in dismay.

“Ah, don’t sweat it, baby. The night is still young. We’re just getting started!”

Karen stepped back and watched him take aim. Her pregnancy was protuberant now. She habitually caressed her love bump ever and anon. Only a few weeks remained before delivery. Malik was on edge. He preferred staying close to her when he wasn’t out on business.

Malik made his play, sending a solid into a corner pocket. His phone rang as he searched for another shot. He stopped to check the number. It was Malachi. His smile dropped instantly.

“Uh, excuse me, baby. I need to take this call.”

Karen noticed the change in him as he started to walk away.

“Is anything wrong?” she called out.

Her query went unanswered. Malik stepped out into the night. She could see him pacing before the storefront window but allowed the man his space. They would surely talk about it later on. He had promised to pass the night with her.

The bar was quieter than usual. There weren’t many customers. A knock-kneed, bespectacled young man was serving in Malachi's place. He wore the usual bartending uniform with a black clip-on bow tie. His face seemed vaguely familiar to Karen. She thought she’d seen him on campus before but wasn’t sure. The only students she remembered emphatically were her own. In any case, she made a mental note to inquire about the change of guard when Malik returned.

Karen waved for the boy’s attention. She signed for a cranberry vodka cocktail when she finally caught his eye. He nodded and moved on. Karen chalked her cue while looking for feasible pots.

Five minutes passed by before she realized. Malik returned for the shot she knew he would try. She studied him furtively as he aimed. His mood had changed completely. He seemed somber now. It made her uneasy.

“Malik? I have asked if everything is all right.”

Malik drew in a deep breath and then exhaled before taking his shot. He landed another solid into a corner pocket and then faced her.

“Malachi’s been under the weather for a while now. The kid’s been filling in for him. I have orders to keep the bar closed while he’s in school. Mal asked me to keep everything confidential. But I’ve been taking him back and forth to specialists. His doctor hospitalized him for further observation. Now they’re saying there isn’t much else they can do for him.”

The breath rushed out of Karen. She’d grown to love Malachi as if he were her very own father. The old man was a master griot. Karen liked to visit during lunch break just to hear him recite. She rewarded him with a Cohiba cigar after every fanciful tale. They were his favorite. She knew the stories were heavily embellished but never questioned him outright. The elders of a community were the voice of God in Nigeria. Malachi’s stories always had a moral. The elder was a fountain of wisdom. Karen swallowed hard before chancing to speak again.

“Darling, I’m sorry! We can leave for the hospital if you’d like.”

Malik returned to the game and made a long pot. He sank the cue ball this time. But Karen seemed more concerned for his well-being. Malik walked away with his cue. She laid her own stick across the table and shadowed him to the bar counter. He sat there and released a long, exasperated sigh.

“Science does not hold all of life’s answers, Malik. I believe that prayer is a remedy for every affliction.”

“Yeah, everything but death!” Malik said. “Mal ain’t exactly the religious type, Karen. He dabbled here and there but never fully committed himself to anything. That includes family. I guess you could say I’m a chip off the old block.”

“God shows no partiality!” Karen scoffed. “Let’s go and see nna. We will pray with him.”

Malik shook his head.

“Maybe tomorrow. Visiting hours are almost over. He needs to rest.”

The bartender approached with Karen’s order and placed it on the counter.

“Okay. That’s one Grey Goose with cranberry for the lady!”

“Man, what’s wrong with you?” Malik scoffed. “She can’t drink that!”

Karen covered her smile as the young man flinched and took a step back. He looked afraid. Malik was twice his size.

“But she ordered it!” he whined.

Malik looked to Karen for an explanation. She shrugged nonchalantly, prompting him to lock eyes with the bartender again.

“Are you stupid or something? She’s pregnant, man. Take it back!”

“Well, we can’t discriminate, Sir! Besides, I can’t let you people stay here without an order. Those are the rules.”

“Chimooo! Malik, he clearly misunderstood,” Karen said. “Listen very well, beloved. Bring us two virgin Arizona Sunsets—both with very light ice, please.”

The bartender grabbed the drink and shook his head as he walked away.

Malik eyed Karen up suspiciously.

“Why are you always trying me?” he scoffed. “Don’t think I didn’t see you signing through the window.”

Karen laughed and pinched his cheeks.

“Chai! You are too sexy when you’re angry, my friend.”

Malik was clearly unamused. He stood and held her by the waist.

“I thought you said I was reason enough to quit.”

“I have not indulged since this pregnancy was confirmed,” she replied. “Your father will vouch for me. Malik, I’m good. Honest!”

“You better be,” he said.

She kissed him repeatedly then smiled while rubbing lipstick into his lips.

“My ikenga!” she teased. “All will be well in Jesus’ name. You will see!”
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MALIK RINSED THE SUDS from his body with a detachable massage head. The warm water felt good during a cold winter’s night. His body was relaxed now. When he could bear no more of the steam buildup, he stopped the water and reached for his towel. He stepped out onto the rug and dried himself completely. A fresh pair of sleep shorts and a downy white tee lay folded neatly on the double-sink counter. He dressed himself, then cleared a space in the mirror with his bare hand.

A bit of gray was showing in his beard now. He could still pass for a younger man. His mind, however, was still adjusting to becoming a father. It wouldn’t be long now—Karen was quickly approaching her final trimester.

After a while, he tossed his towel into the hamper and entered the master bedroom. Karen was grading a stack of papers in bed. She looked up as he approached and removed her spectacles. Malik paid her no mind and pulled back the covers on his side of the bed. He met her eyes unexpectedly when he finally settled in. She looked distraught over something.

“What?” he asked, his hands folded beneath his head.

“Na wa ooo! Every night it is the same. Do I no longer appeal to you?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Damn, baby! I just got in bed.”

“Ma-lik! You haven’t touched me in months. Where is my stallion? You never wore pajamas before. I need to know what is going on so we can fix this. I still desire some level of affection from you.”

Malik sighed and rolled his eyes at her dramatics.

“Oh, for the love of God, Karen! I just don’t wanna hurt the baby. That’s all.”

Suddenly, he remembered the book he’d started two nights ago. He chanced to kiss her, then removed a paperback from the top drawer of his nightstand. Karen continued to observe as he fluffed his pillows and settled back on them.

“What are you reading?” she asked huffily.

“Oh! This one’s a classic. It’s called Black Man of the Nile and His Family.”

Karen kissed her teeth. He took it as an insult and looked her way again. She lifted an attaché case from her side of the bed and placed the papers inside.

“So you’re familiar with the author?” he said.

“I only hope that you are not aligned with his chauvinistic rantings,” she replied.

“Chauvinistic! Did the brother not call you a goddess enameled with grace?”

Karen slammed the case shut and then met his eyes.

“Yes o! He is the same casuist who encouraged Black men to take multiple wives. Where is the honor in that, abi? It is all double talk. You will do well to stick with the recommended reading lists for Heveling students. Madiba has already read through our entire summer canon.”

She set the case back on the floor, then placed her glasses on the side table. Malik looked perplexed as he watched her lie back on her pillows and caress her abdomen.

“Well, correct me if I’m wrong, Doctor Ezekiel. But isn’t polygyny part of Igbo culture? I mean, you are the mistress of a certain Igbo senator.”

Karen looked him up and down.

“Ehn! So that is it. You are still resentful of my relationship with Joseph. Malik, I’ve already explained to you that our affair is a thing of the past. I am a changed woman. Why are you still holding this over my head?”

“He’s still paying the bills.”

“You are only speculating!”

“No. I’m just stating the facts. It doesn’t make sense to condemn Doctor Ben for what you were once a party to. The Senator has two wives. I saw how he was with you at Madiba’s recital in New York. The man treats you like his personal property!”

“And you are here lying in bed with me o!” Karen raised up on her elbows.

“Look, my friend, I will not go there with you tonight. Just let it go, abeg! I have an early morning lecture tomorrow. So I hope that you will not be up for long.”

She rolled over with her back to him and closed her eyes.

“It’s not an assignment,” said Malik. “This was the last book Mal gave to me. He was an avid reader, you know.”

She didn’t know. Karen opened her eyes but remained silent. It was just like Malik to soften her heart against her will. He never fought fair. Malik placed his book back inside the drawer and turned off his lamp. He lay cuddled next to Karen, his arm wrapped around her.

“I love you,” he professed in a soft, hushed tone.

He waited patiently for her reply. There was none. She remained unchanged. He kissed her goodnight all the same, then closed his eyes. 
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MALACHI WAS ASSIGNED to a private room at the local hospital. He had been there for days but lost count of how many. CNN was streaming on the cornered flatscreen. The elder caught up with the news while Malik attempted to feed him from a bowl of light soup. Malachi was gaunt now. He looked small in bed. His body was weak, yet he tried ardently to keep an upbeat disposition for Malik. But he’d had enough of the sapless broth and turned away in revulsion.

“Wow, man, that’s just awful!”

“Malachi, you gotta fight this! You can take a few more bites.”

Malachi pushed his hand away.

“No. This is the end of the road for me, Malik. I hope you’ve got my will where you can put your hands on it. Don’t be spending too much money on putting me away. You’re gonna need it to live.”

Malik returned the bowl to the lunch tray lying on the overtable. He felt like puking himself and held his stomach. Things were happening too suddenly for him.

“Mal, I ain’t tryin’ a hear all that! Who’s gonna manage the bar if you bite the dust?”

“You! You’re the only family I got, Malik. Everything belongs to you now. That is clearly stipulated in the will. I’ve even granted you Power of Attorney. I do not wish to be resuscitated by any means!”

Malik didn’t want to hear it. He wasn’t ready to let go, but knew the end was nearing.

“What am I supposed to do with a bar, old man? You know damn well I don’t drink.”

“Then sell it! Just don’t settle for anything less than what it’s worth—not after I worked my ass off for it. Malachi’s is on prime real estate!”

Malik thought over the prospects but sighed and shook his head when reality hit him again. Malachi was actually leaving him.

“You scared?” he asked.

“Well, that don’t really matter now. I’m going anyway. I reckon I deserve whatever’s coming. At least I’ve made good with the time I had. I have no regrets.”

He glanced at Malik from the corners of his eyes.

“Wish I had me an Ashton. Virgin Sun Grown! Black cherry would be nice.”

“Nope!”

“Well, hell, I’m already dying!”

“Mal, I’m not tryin’ a help you check outta here any faster.”

“Shoot! The least you could do is grant an old man his last dying wish.”

“That’s your dying wish—a twenty-dollar cigar, huh?”

Malachi laughed while staring at nothing in particular. Malik wondered why. The man had only days to live, according to his medics.

“Just thinking about my time in Africa,” he said. “Our people believed they would fly back after death. The soul returns to God, Malik. It is given a new purpose. I’ll be back again in a new form.”

“If you say so, man!”

“Blood, it ain’t about what I say! It’s what we agreed to. We were all sent here on a mission. My work is done.”

Malik wished that Malachi would drift off to sleep again. But his mind kept traveling back. His eyes were back on the television, although he wasn’t actually listening. That was obvious by the dreamy look on his face.

“So how’s my college boy working out? He’s a pharmaceutical major, you know. Now, ain’t that ironic? Lonnie ain’t but twenty-one. Don’t be too hard on him if he fucks up now and then. The boy got a whole life ahead of him. That’s plenty of time to get it right. Remember when I gave you your first break flipping burgers on the grill?”

Malik nodded but still couldn’t bring himself to smile.

“Yeah, I remember, Mal. Lonnie’s doing a great job with the place. You ain’t got nothing to worry about. By the way, I wanna thank you for everything you’ve ever done for me. I hope you know that I love you, man.”

Malachi tucked his hands beneath his head and sighed. He tried ardently to block out his pain, yet it showed in his face.

“Well, son, making you my beneficiary was the very least I could do. I ain’t never been much of a father to you. The mere thought of becoming one scared the hell out of me. I was a real splib back then—drinking and carrying on. I figured the best thing for me to do was stay the hell out of your lives. So I split right after you were born. Myrna still sore at me for that! Can’t die soon enough for her, I ‘spect. But I’ll tell you what, Malik. The army was my turning point. It changed my whole perspective on life. I tried making peace with your mother. She wasn’t having it. Myrna tried turning you against me. You had every right to hate me, boy. But you went and made me proud!”
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